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      I had a prejudice against homosexual people. But this 
      movie was very impressive because I think their love is 
      true love. Gay peoples' looks  and thoughts are all the
      same as heterosexual people. The only difference is they 
      do not love the opposite sex, but the same sex. 
                                         Freshman English Student
                                       Asia University 
      The student's quote above was written in response to the 
film Torch Song Trilogy and reflects the impact the movie has on 
people. I use the final 30-minutes of this dynamic flim in my 
upper-level Freshman English class in a unit dealing with 
minorities and discrimination. The use of the film encourages 
students to examine and express their personal beliefs about 
homosexuality, recognizing stereotypes generally held about 
homosexuals. In this article, I will discuss the rationale for 
using this film in class, list the objectives, and finally 
describe the preparation and implementation of the unit. 
Rationale 
     I use this film because of its rational portrayal of 
homosexuals. It is about Arnold, a gay man who lives in New 
York. He desires what most people desire: love, respect, a 
fulfilling job, the option to have a family, and raise a child. 
Because of his sexuality, however, he faces unique obstacles 
that heterosexuals are not likely to encounter in pursuing those 
same goals. Students see that their own goals and desires may 
not be so far from Arnold's. As a result, stereotypes are 
exposed and perceptions questioned. 
     The second reason for using this film in an English 
language class is that content-based instruction is an effective 
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way to teach foreign language. This is not ground-breaking news 
and is supported by current research. According to Snow (1991), 
"Content -based instruction fulfills a number of the conditions 
which have been posited as necessary for successful second 
language instruction" (p.  316). One of these conditions is that 
students be motivated. "The use of informational  content which 
is perceived as relevant by the learner is  assumed...to increase 
motivation in the language course, and thus to promote more 
effective learning" (Brinton, 1989,  p.3). Another condition is 
based on Krashen's Input Hypothesis which states that "an 
important condition for language acquisition to occur is that 
the acquirer understand (via hearing or reading) input language 
that contains structure  'a bit beyond' his or her current level 
of competence" (Brown,  1989). The key point here is that the 
input be understandable or "comprehensible." There is a better 
chance that the input will be "comprehensible" if the focus is 
on "contextualized use rather than on fragmented examples of 
correct sentence-level usage (Brinton,  et.al., p.3). The use of 
this film assists in meeting these conditions. 
      A third reason for using this material is more personal 
rather than theoretical. One of the roles of educators is to 
create an environment in which students can learn by examining 
their own beliefs and those of society. By presenting 
alternative, positive portrayals of homosexuals (or any 
minority) to stereotypical ones presented in mass media, 
students have an opportunity to consider a new perspective. 
Torch Song Trilogy is effective in helping them question 
stereotypes about homosexuals. A response from a student 
reflects the film's success in accomplishing this. He wrote: 
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"This video , Torch Song Trilogy, was the first time that I saw 
anything about gay people. I think it was very instructive and 
interesting for me." 
Objectives 
      I consider two types of objectives in presenting Torch Song 
Trilogy. The non-linguistic objectives focus on the content 
alone and include watching the film, encouraging students to 
examine stereotypes, and explore alternative points of view 
about homosexuality. The linguistic objectives focus directly 
on language and language skills and include learning new 
vocabulary, summarizing, expressing opinions both orally and in 
writing, and writing a comparison/contrast essay. 
Preparation and Implementation 
     I introduce the topic of homosexuality within a unit on 
minorities and discrimination. I first introduce related 
vocabulary such as homosexual, lesbian, heterosexual, straight, 
bisexual, bi, queer,and come out of the closet. 
     The next two activities prepare students for viewing the 
film by building schema about issues related to homosexuality, 
e.g. acceptance by family and friends, adopting children, and 
getting married. First, I ask students to agree or disagree 
with statements about homosexuality and give a reason why. This 
is done in writing first because I want the students to reflect 
on their personal feelings and beliefs about homosexuality 
before discussing it with other classmates. The following are 
the statements they respond to: 
      1) I have seen or met a person who is homosexual. 
     2) There are homosexuals at   (your particular 
          institution.) 
     3) Homosexuals should be able to get married. 
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     4) If my long-time friend told me he/she were gay or 
         lesbian, I would  . (What would you do? How 
          would you feel?) 
     5) Gay couples should be allowed to adopt children. 
      Next, after having completed the writing, students get into 
groups of 3 or 4 to discuss their opinions using the "Opinion 
Continuum" (Eggers,  Ewing). For this activity, two cards are 
placed on each group's table. The word "agree" is written on 
one card and "disagree" is written on the other . The teacher 
reads one statement at a time, and students place a marker 
anywhere on the continuum between agree and disagree, expressing 
the measure to which they agree or disagree . Then a student 
gives a reason for his or her opinion. The other group members 
agree or disagree with that person and give a reason why. The 
previously completed writing activity prepares them for this 
discussion. They are encouraged to remember what they wrote and 
refer to their paper only if necessary . 
     The next step is to show the last 30 minutes of the film 
beginning when Arnold picks David up at school. The film is in 
English with Japanese subtitles. The students read the 
subtitles because it is imperative to understand the complex 
issues so that they can complete the remaining tasks which are 
done in English. Because the students  only watch a portion of 
the film, I acquaint them with the story-line and the characters 
of the film. The main characters are: 
     Arnold: the main character who is gay 
      Arnold's 
     mother: whose husband died 2 years before this scene 
     David: Arnold's adopted son 
     Ed: Arnold's ex-lover who is married but separated 
     Allen: Arnold's lover with whom he adopted David . 
                 (Allen was killed one year before this  scene).
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      Immediately after the students watch the film, I ask them 
to write down their reactions. I leave this assignment fairly 
unstructured because at this point, I am concerned more about 
fluency than accuracy. Their reactions reflect the film's 
impact. It makes them begin to question the stereotypes and 
notions they have about homosexuals. This can be seen in the 
following excerpts taken from their papers: 
     I think that Arnold is very great man because he has his 
      own belief and opinion. He has courage. 
      For me, the movie was interesting because I had hardly seen 
      any movie, TV program or story of gay. I've heard the 
      doctrine that homosexuality is inborn. If this doctrine is 
      right, if a person denies he's a gay, so a person denies 
      his existence as a human being. 
      The next activity involves group work using the opinion 
continuum. It gives the students a chance to listen to 
classmates' ideas and prepares them for the final writing 
activity that will follow. In groups of three or four, students 
respond to and discuss certain statements about the film by 
first laying their markers at the appropriate place on the 
continuum. Depending on the students' level, the teacher can 
use comprehension or opinion statements. For example, opinion 
statements might include "Arnold was wrong for saying prayers at 
his boyfriend's grave," or "Arnold should not have told his 
mother about his sexuality." A comprehension question could be 
as simple as, "Arnold lives in New York." 
     For the final activity of this unit I ask students to 
imagine what their own feelings and actions would be if they 
were in the same position as one of the characters. The 
students choose one character from the film, describe that 
character, write a summary about that person's feelings toward 
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homosexuality and compare that character's views with their own. 
This personalizes the actor's situation and gives the students 
an opportunity to explore possible responses they might have in 
such a situation. One student wrote about Arnold's mother who 
had a very difficult time accepting Arnold's sexuality. An 
excerpt: 
      Arnold's mother despaired about Arnold because he was gay. 
      If I were Arnold's mother, I would be very shocked, too.
      But every person has a right to decide his life, so the
     mother shouldn't interfere. But I wish that my child does 
      not tell me he is gay. 
Conclusion 
     Although initially I was not sure if the students would be 
receptive to material about homosexuality, after reading their 
contemplative essays, listening to lively discussions, and 
receiving positive feedback, I am convinced that it is an 
effective teaching tool. It not only encourages students to 
explore issues about a poorly-treated minority in most parts of 
the world, but motivates them to use language communicatively, 
giving language meaning and purpose. Mohan (as cited in Snow, 
1991) states: "In subject matter learning we overlook the role 
of language as a medium of learning. In language learning we 
overlook the fact that content is being communicated." The 
subject matter of Torch Song Trilogy and the exercises that I 
use to accompany it help students overlook the explicit and 
sometimes anxiety-producing challenge of language learning while 
in the process, language learning is taking place.
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